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I’m guessing that you share my fascination with the story of the wise men traveling to see the baby Jesus. The story grabs our imagination and sets us to wondering what really happened here. It’s seems far fetched that some kings from the east would go searching to find a baby. They must have thought this baby was a king; after all, they brought kingly gifts—gold, frankincense and myrrh, not at all useful gifts for a newborn!
 






Helped deliver the baby,
Cleaned the stable,
Made a casserole,
Brought practical gifts and
There would be 
Peace on earth.
 
In the midst of wars and rumors of wars before us now, we need some wise women among us!
 
In the time of Jesus the culture was a male-dominated society, so we hear only about Wise Men. When we think about the story, there are some odd discrepancies. We’ve usually said there are three wise men, but the story doesn’t say there were three. We’ve guessed that there were three, based on the three gifts. But there could have been 12 or 20 wise men. The story says they were “wise men from the east.” 
They could have been professors or astrologers. They were not really kings; that designation is an embellishment. They didn’t ask for directions, since they preferred to follow a crazy star. That star symbolizes God’s guidance. God guided them to the stable at Bethlehem.
 
God knew that they needed some light in Bethlehem. The social situation there was filled with gloom and darkness---heavy taxation, poverty, violence, occupation by foreign tyrants. The people were poor and oppressed. They needed an infusion of Epiphany light.
 
When the wise men reached the city, with the star shining overhead, they went first to the palace, to ask where the new king was born. They must have thought that Herod would welcome their request, but we know Herod was foxy and cruel. He even said to the wise men, “Go find the baby and come back and tell me where you found him, so I can go and honor him too.” Herod was intent on killing boy babies, to make sure that no one grew up to challenge him, to be a rival king.
 
Once the wise men had seen the baby Jesus, they were told by God in a dream to by-pass Herod and go home by another way. They had the good sense to listen to God’s instructions. 
They could see that Herod was up to no good. He had little respect for human life. He soon sent out his henchmen to kill the boy babies in the region, a tragic event known as the “slaughter of the innocents.”
 
After they communed with the Christ child, after they stood in the shimmer of God’s light, the wise men were changed. They were different. They could not go back and collaborate with Herod; they knew they had to go home by another way. The singer James Taylor has a song called “Home by Another Way,” and one of the verses says “Steer clear of royal welcomes/ Avoid a big to-do/ A king who would slaughter the innocents /Will not cut a deal for you.” 
 
Once the wise men had seen the child, they saw God’s work of peace and goodness. Then they refused to bless Herod’s violence. They refused to live by the compromised values of the government. They “went home by another way.” These words sum up the call of all followers of Jesus. Once we have met Jesus, we are called to “go home by another way.”
 
The story shows the stark contrast between the power of the spiritual and the power of the state. Which will we choose? The state inevitably will sanction death and destruction to maintain power. 
 
The questions from this story haunt us in our current situation: Can we follow Jesus and support a massive military build-up in the Middle East? Can we commune with the Christ child and then call for military attacks against Iraq, a nation that has not attacked us? If we attack first, don’t we become like Herod, being an aggressor against a people already suffering? Will this be another “slaughter of the innocents”? Next Saturday, on Martin Luther King, Jr. week-end, thousands of Americans will gather in Washington to protest the war and say to our President and to Congress, “Not in my name.” Many will say, “We will go home by another way.”
 
If we go home by Herod’s palace, by government headquarters, we will be told to support more violence. But as followers of the Christ child, we have to examine our faith and our conscience and decide whether we, like the wise men of old, we must go home by another way. 
 
We may be asked to condone poverty housing, where drugs and violence breed. We may be asked to support the state’s claim for the death penalty. But there comes a time when because of our faith, we must say “Not in my name. I will go home by another way.”
 
Sometimes in our daily work or in our involvement in the community, our journey may lead us on a road we did not intend to take. Sometimes the road we’re on takes a turn that wasn’t on our itinerary. That different road is the way of Jesus. It’s the road to life and peace and hope.
 
After we’ve spent time communing with the Holy One, we have to go home by another way.
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